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Justice and Power Relations in Urban Greening: can Lisbon’s Urban 
Greening Strategies lead to more Environmental Justice? 
 
Urban greening has become a prevalent tool in the context of climate change adaptation 
and mitigation in cities. However, given its uneven social and spatial outcomes, urban 
greening is increasingly recognized as an environmental justice concern, straightly 
connected to issues of scale and power. In the framework of Lisbon’s election as 
European Green Capital 2020, this paper examines the city’s greening strategies and the 
related decision-making processes, based on a cross-analysis of the city-wide and long-
term vision for urban greening and a localized and relatively unusual planning process 
for a new green space in the neighborhood of Marvila. Based on qualitative research 
carried out in-situ, we argue that Lisbon’s greening strategies are part of a ‘green 
capital’ discourse, which falls short on addressing environmental justice concerns. 
Focus is placed on global and top-down priorities related to climate change adaptation, 
and on addressing spatial disparities in green space distribution, while failing to 
acknowledge the importance of procedural justice aspects related to local recognition 
and participation. Our findings show how representative and democratic forms of 
knowledge exchange allow the empowerment and negotiation of multi-scalar urban 
agendas and, therefore, more inclusive processes of environmental decision-making. By 
understanding environmental justice as an exercise of multiscalar governance, local 
solutions can be integrated alongside a comprehensive and long-term vision for green 
space development.  




Over the last years, cities started gaining a prominent role in global policy-making, both 
individually and through influential city-networks of different sorts and sizes (Gordon 
2018). Issues related to climate change and environmental sustainability are now 
addressed at an urban level as well as through national, regional and global-scale action. 
Within this framework of concerted environmental responses, a particular emphasis is 
placed on the promotion of urban greening. Cities all over the world are recognizing the 
value of urban green space, due to its positive impact on urban environments and on the 
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quality of life of its inhabitants. Urban greening, whether parks, public gardens, street 
trees or urban forests, are seen to provide many benefits, ranging from improved air 
quality to stormwater detention and from improved levels of biodiversity to increased 
thermal comfort in densely populated environments (Burkart et al. 2016; Graça et al. 
2018; Kabisch and Haase 2014). Besides environmental quality, green spaces provide 
recreational opportunities, contribute to improved mental well-being and provide urban 
residents with a sense of local identity and belonging (O’Brien et al. 2017; Kabisch and 
Haase 2014; Oliveira, Vaz, and Andrade 2014). For all those reasons, urban greening 
has become a prevalent tool for developing cleaner, healthier and more attractive living 
environments. 
Despite the multiple benefits, urban greening is far from a neutral or technical 
exercise, since it is straightly connected to issues of power and justice. Green space 
development can have significant social implications, which are often overlooked or 
deliberately ignored by policy-makers (Haase et al. 2017). Such strategies may 
exacerbate already existing social inequalities, if access to green space is exclusively 
improved for those wealthy enough to afford living in proximity to these environmental 
amenities or if green spaces are conceived without attending to specific contextual 
needs (Anguelovski 2016; Curran and Hamilton 2018). Previous studies have shown 
how less privileged and marginalized social groups often experience difficulties in 
accessing green space and therefore in enjoying its benefits (e.g. Kabisch and Haase 
2014; Nesbitt et al. 2019; Wolch, Byrne, and Newell 2014). Given the significant 
impacts of urban greening strategies at a local and supra-local level, a critical 
understanding is required of the power relations and justice implications at play. 
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This paper explores this perspective by zooming in on the city of Lisbon, 
Portugal’s capital city. In the summer of 2018, Lisbon was elected European Green 
Capital 2020 by the European Commission, partly due to its efforts to expand and 
improve the city’s Green Infrastructurei. Since 2012 Lisbon’s master plan includes a 
system of green corridors through which 400ha of new green space will be developed by 
2022. In spite of such efforts, a recent study in Portugal has provided evidence that green 
space in the city is not equally accessible for everyone due to significant spatial disparities 
(Luz et al. 2019). Building on these debates, this paper analyses Lisbon’s greening 
strategies through the lenses of environmental justice, a conceptual approach that aims to 
expose and understand inequalities in terms of environmental risks and benefits 
(Schlosberg 2007). We start by providing a brief overview of the literature concerned 
with environmental justice and its relation to urban greening. We then draw upon 
qualitative data from research conducted in Lisbon, namely on the city’s overall urban 
greening strategies and on a localized greening process in one of Lisbon’s neighborhoods 
(Marvila). Articulating both cases allows us to take into account the different governance 
scales and power dynamics that affect local outcomes and decision-making processes. 
Our research suggests that Lisbon’s greening strategies are based on a ‘green capital’ 
discourse which falls short on addressing environmental justice concerns. Focus is placed 
on global and top-down priorities related to climate change adaptation, and on addressing 
spatial disparities in green space distribution. The strategies fail to acknowledge the 
importance of procedural justice aspects, related to local recognition and participation. 
The paper finalizes by showing how environmental justice is ultimately an exercise of 
multiscalar governance, where local decision-making needs to attend to contextual 




2. Urban Greening from an Environmental Justice Perspective 
Urban greening became an environmental justice concern, due to its often unequal 
social and spatial outcomes, particularly in terms of access and availability. Patterns of 
uneven spatial distribution result in limited green space availability for some people, 
and are frequently related to already existing socio-economic inequalities (O’Brien et al. 
2017; Nesbitt et al. 2019; Kabisch and Haase 2014; Wolch, Byrne, and Newell 2014). 
Besides distance, the physical quality and the lack of safety and adequate equipment of 
such spaces can present significant obstacles to some social groups (Biernacka and 
Kronenberg 2018; see also Carmona 2010). Cultural minority groups may abstain from 
using a green space due to its characteristics not corresponding to their needs or 
preferences (Kabisch and Haase 2014; Wolch, Byrne, and Newell 2014). In some cases 
parks can even become sources of conflict between different groups of users over issues 
of territoriality and ownership (Gidlow and Ellis 2011). Hence, significant parts of the 
population still find it difficult to gain access to and enjoy the benefits of urban green 
spaces. Therefore, planners and policy-makers are recommended to not only seek to 
adjust patterns of uneven distribution, but also to consider a range of other barriers that 
are preventing access to green space (Brooks and Davoudi 2018).  
 Although current strategies are based on the assumption that urban 
greening favours social inclusiveness and cohesion, the pathway between new green 
space and social benefits is often taken for granted and not evidence-based (Haase et al. 
2017). Besides the issues related to access, many scholars are pointing out the dangers 
of the ‘green space paradox’, concerning the effect of high-quality green space on 
property values: if a green space is built, housing prices in adjacent areas go up, 
possibly leading to displacement and gentrification (Anguelovski 2016; Dooling 2009; 
Checker 2011). Cities that are “going green” (i.e. those implementing a high number of 
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green urban sustainability projects) tend to have increased costs of living with 
consequences in terms of housing affordability and social equity (Garcia-Lamarca et al. 
2019). Moreover, greening initiatives can be endorsed by private developers only to 
maximize their profits on new development (Curran and Hamilton 2018). Thereby, to 
develop greening strategies that contribute to environmental justice is not simply about 
creating more green space. Rather, it requires taking into account the (re)production of 
social inequalities. In this regard, many scholars have stressed the need to theoretically 
and empirically address issues of recognition and procedural justice alongside the more 
common concerns on distributional justice. Only through a broader perspective on 
structural processes of injustice, we can grasp “the nature of justice as practised and 
argued over in everyday public life” (Walker 2009, 625).   
Procedural Justice in Urban Greening: Issues of Scale and Power  
In our approach to the concept of environmental justice, we refer to David Schlosberg’s 
definition “in which justice is defined as fair and equitable institutional processes of a 
state” (Schlosberg 2007, 25). While it is crucial to understand the broader socio-
political processes that (re)produce patterns of uneven distribution and access, research 
has focused mainly on issues related to distributional justice, whereas aspects regarding 
procedural justice have too often been side-lined (Walker 2009; Pearsall and Pierce 
2017).  
According to Schlosberg (2004, 2007) and others, fair and equitable processes 
start with addressing issues of recognition, related to cultural and institutional processes 
of disrespect, oppression and stigmatization, which devalue some people in comparison 
to others. Yet, there are several ways in which recognition in the context of 
environmental justice might be socially and spatially constituted, as misrecognition of 
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people is often interconnected with and realised through the misrecognition of places 
(Walker 2009, 626), thus affecting the maldistribution of environmental amenities.  
At the same time, procedural justice relates to the socio-political decision-
making processes that determines the distribution of environmental costs and benefits.  
Public participation is central in this process: according to Schlosberg (2007), 
participatory processes are both an element of and a condition for justice, as these 
address issues related to institutionalized exclusion, misrecognition and uneven 
distributional patterns. The inability to access, be recognised and participate in 
environmental decision-making processes is thus a source of injustice itself, as well as a 
way of reproducing existing injustices (Agyeman, Bullard, and Evans 2003). These 
different experiences of injustice are not competing nor contradictory: inequitable 
distribution, a lack of recognition and limited or ineffective participation all work to 
produce and reproduce injustice (Schlosberg 2004).  
The terms for effective participation 
Lately, resorting to citizen participation has become a common approach in many public 
policy sectors. This trend is noticeable in the proliferation of a myriad of participatory 
mechanisms and arrangements such as public hearings, neighbourhood councils, 
participatory budgets and so on (Bherer 2010; Bandeira and Ferraro 2013; Falanga and 
Lüchmann 2019). Although these solutions vary in terms of objectives and approach, 
they all share a similar principle of engaging citizens in decision-making beyond 
traditional electoral mechanisms (Bherer 2010, 287). The benefits associated with 
participation go from the promotion of citizens’ trust, engagement and support 
regarding the policy process to broader social goals such as community accountability, 
empowerment and cohesion. Nevertheless, although citizen participation is now 
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increasingly backed up by a broad range of arguments, its implementation has led to 
feeble and contradictory results (Boonstra and Boelens 2011). On the one hand, 
participatory practices are often not very convincing due to a weak political will, an 
ignorance of the requirements of participatory democracy or due to the exploitation of 
participation to serve other parallel ends (Curry 2012; Bherer 2010; Kinzer 2018). On 
the other hand, discourses and forms of participatory governance are often seen to 
downplay the impacts of structural inequalities which ultimately set the ‘rules of the 
game’ (Mohan and Stokke 2000; Swyngedouw 2005; Bandeira and Ferraro 2013). The 
logic behind these democratization processes is, above all, top-down: local participatory 
movements are encouraged by governments at higher level, for which these movements 
become part of a multilevel governance game of political legitimization (Bherer 2010). 
It is thus quite misleading to directly associate citizen participation with a just and 
equitable process. 
Furthermore, managing effective forms of participation in environmental 
decision-making processes is rather challenging considering the plurality of spatialities 
which come into play (Walker 2009). Considering the complexity of impacts of green 
space on different urban scales and over time, “greenspace is not an entirely 
uncontested and unproblematic ‘good thing’ that contributes equally for all” (Walker 
2009, 621). Instead, its impact shifts across scale - from the neighbourhood to the 
municipal, regional and global level. As such, participatory processes feeding into 
procedural justice may very well fail to recognize environmental impacts that transgress 
the logic of administrative boundaries, for example, if only part of the population 
impacted by the decision-making process is involved. At the same time, while cities 
operate in broader political and economic contexts, local authorities are increasingly 
called to serve multi-scale policy interests based on concerted visions and approaches, 
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which may limit to what extent policy implementations do, in fact, contribute to just 
outcomes at a local level (McKendry 2016).   
As cities have augmented their efforts in terms of urban greening in the context 
of global climate governance, this has brought them into contact with a myriad of 
external interests and supra-national power structures. Although this may have helped to 
accelerate the pace, scale and scope of these interventions (for example, with political 
and financial incentives, such as the European Green Capital and other similar 
programmes and awards), there remains a need for critical evaluation and careful 
analysis regarding at what costs and to whose benefit such efforts are implemented 
(Gordon 2018). A tendency remains to treat city-networks around climate governance 
“as instances of apolitical coordination, power-free learning and sharing, and positive-
sum collaboration” (Gordon 2018, 2). Much to the contrary, these translocal socio-
political spaces are organized around new forms of power, to which Krisch (2017) 
refers to as “liquid authority”, characterized by being open-ended, indeterminate, 
contingent, dynamic and typically driven by informal relations and institutional 
multiplicity.  
Within this complex governance context,  recent scholarship has been arguing 
that relevant insights regarding the challenges of global climate governance can be 
drawn by attending to expressions of urban contestation and resistance (Casas-Cortés, 
Osterweil, and Powell 2008; Curșeu and Schruijer 2017; Kaika 2017; Gordon 2018). 
Instead of concealing or ignoring existing competing imperatives, these authors claim 
that acknowledging and focusing the attention in forms of urban dissent may help to 
excavate and assess the ‘liquid’ power dynamics at work, as cities decide whether, how 
and in what ways to govern climate change. Namely it can help to scrutinize the 
“fundamental tension inherent in  the notion of global climate governance undertaken 
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by, and through, cities: the need to be both globally meaningful and responsive to local 
interests and needs” (Gordon 2018, 10). In this respect, over-emphasizing the former 
may come at a heavy cost to the interests and needs of marginalized places, 
communities and individuals. 
3. Case Selection and Methodology  
This research analyses Lisbon’s urban greening strategies through a cross-analysis of 
two sources of data. First, we examine the overall and city-wide greening policies, to 
then zoom in on a peculiar greening process that is taking place in Marvila, a small-
scale neighbourhood setting located in Lisbon’s eastern riverside. The articulation of 
these sources of data allows us to draw important conclusions about environmental 
justice challenges and its implications for urban greening processes in Lisbon. Whereas 
the municipality is concerned with developing a long-term, encompassing and globally 
competitive vision and with ensuring even distribution of costs and benefits within the 
city, the local community in Marvila is pressing for more involvement and participation 
in decision-making regarding their day-to-day access to environmental amenities. 
Despite some discrepancies in terms of priorities, their concerns do overlap and 
complement each other in relevant ways.  As such, analysing both perspectives 
simultaneously allows for a broader understanding of the gaps and/or inefficiencies of 
current strategies and approaches, by making visible competing interests and the multi-
scalar governance aspects of urban greening. 
The empirical material is based on qualitative research carried out in two parts. 
Firstly, data on Lisbon’s city-wide and long-term strategies was collected from planning 
documents and interviews with experts from the Lisbon’s city council (N = 6) carried 
out by the first author during the period January-May 2019. This resulted in an analysis 
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of the priorities of city-wide strategies and how these relate to the issues explored in this 
study, including the assumptions and knowledge claims on which these strategies are 
based. The data was coded and analysed in order to generate an understanding of the 
extent to which social implications and justice-related concerns are integrated into 
Lisbon’s greening strategies. 
Additionally, case-specific evidence was collected in the context of the planning 
process for a new green space in Marvila, during research carried out by the authors for 
the H2020 project ROCK (“Regeneration and Optimization of cultural heritage in 
Creative and Knowledge cities”) in the period 2018-2020. Although this planning 
process is taking place independently from the ROCK project, our role as researchers in 
the area provided us privileged access to the main local stakeholders and the 
opportunity to closely follow the development of this ongoing greening process. Hence, 
this study’s findings are based on different moments and sources of data collection, 
such as document analysis and interviews, but also on on-site observations and notes 
from participation in meetings and community events. Through participant-observation 
we sought to gain insights on the local and municipal perspectives and responses 
regarding issues of access to green space, public participation in green space 
development and the overall conditions for developing more just greening strategies. 
4. Lisbon’s Urban Greening Strategies 
Lisbon’s election as European Green Capital 2020 is proof of international recognition 
of the city’s recent efforts in developing sustainability programs, such as its Green 
Infrastructure. Since 2012, Lisbon’s master plan (CML 2012) includes a system of 
green corridors, which cross the city in order to connect different green spaces, the river 
waterfront and the urban forest of Monsanto. These green corridors are developed 
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through two main objectives: 1) to adapt the existing green space to climate change by 
mitigating heat waves, heavy rainfall and increased droughts; and 2) to improve access 
to green space for citizens, by increasing the availability of green space and by 
improving its points of access (interview with municipal landscape architect, 2019). 
Through these initiatives, the city is creating 400ha of additional green space in the 
period 2012-2022, equivalent to an increase of 20% (CML 2017a). Besides the master 
plan, two other strategic documents address green space on a city-wide level: the 
strategy for climate change adaptation (CML 2017b) and the local action plan for 
biodiversity (CML 2015). The plans emphasize the role of green areas in terms of 
climate regulation and the provision of ecological ecosystem services - in particular 
stormwater management and the mitigation of the heat-island effect. By seeking to 
ensure the continuity and connectivity between green environments, the system of green 
corridors aims to enhance levels of biodiversity while improving the quantity and 
quality of ecosystem services. At the same time, the plans stress the need to develop 
climate-resilient spaces through the selection of vegetation, the design of the landscape 
and its maintenance. Hereby the plans mainly emphasize the ecological function of 
green space and its decisive role in scenarios of climate change.  
Distributional justice  
Green Infrastructure on city-wide level is thus considered primarily as a measure for 
climate change adaptation. Nonetheless, the plans do address concerns related to green 
space availability and how this impacts to what extent people are able to use and 
interact with urban nature. A recent study by Luz et al. (2019) has provided evidence 
regarding the uneven distribution of green space in Lisbon: although Lisbon’s average 
green space coverage is 21%, in most zip code areas (12 out of 19) coverage is less than 
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10%, indicating large spatial disparities. Similar findings were published in a municipal 
report in 2016, which includes an analysis of access to green space based on distance: it 
states that less than 50% of Lisbon’s population is served by a nearby green space 
(CML 2016, 43). These spatial disparities are addressed by the system of green 
corridors, which aims to increase green space availability throughout the city and to 
connect green environments through pedestrian and cycle paths. Likewise, the dense 
inner city - with low green space availability – becomes better connected to green areas 
such as the Monsanto forest and large urban parks. The importance of these new 
connections was stressed several times during the interviews held with greening experts 
from the city council. The interviewees showed awareness of the importance of green 
space in everyday life: one landscape architect underlined the interest of having ‘nature 
at your doorstep’; another highlighted the creation of outdoor gyms in parks.  
Nonetheless, findings from the analysis of both the planning documents and the 
interviews suggest that access is considered to be mainly about distance: is distance to 
the nearest green space within a predetermined threshold? As distance is easily 
quantifiable, it is often used as a measure to understand access. However, as previously 
discussed, access to green space is determined by a number of different barriers of 
which distance is only one. Other concerns related to the lack of safety, inadequate 
equipment, poor attractiveness or limited cultural inclusiveness are not taken into 
account by Lisbon’s greening strategies. Although local particularities are difficult to 
address through city-wide plans and strategies, this one-directional view of access 
inevitably compromises its impacts in terms of environmental justice. While physical 
distance to the nearest green space may be reduced, other issues related to accessibility 
persist. This jeopardizes the extent to which the benefits of urban greening are evenly 
distributed among places and communities. 
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Procedural justice  
The decision-making process regarding urban greening strategies revolves mainly 
around landscape architects and city architects working in different departments of the 
city council. The process is led by the councilman for green structure, environment and 
energy – whom holds this position since 2008 and has been on the forefront of 
enhancing green space in Lisbon. Technical staff is responsible for developing and 
implementing the strategies. The office for green structure, constituted mostly by 
landscape architects is generally responsible for designing the projects for specific green 
spaces. In some cases this task is outsourced to external parties. Through the interviews 
with greening experts, it became clear that decision-making is informed mainly by 
expert knowledge related to landscape architecture and climate change adaptation. In a 
general way, municipal interventions lack formal and consistent processes of public 
participation. When asked about public participation in her work, one of the 
interviewees paused and reflected for a moment – to then reply that there is none 
(interview with municipal landscape architect, 2019). Decision-making processes are 
democratic in the sense that decisions taken by the councilman need to be approved by 
the municipal assembly. Moreover, interviewees stated that an ongoing conversation 
exists with local stakeholders, such as city districts, housing associations or NGO’s.  
However public consultations are not mandatory nor regular, and mainly organized to 
‘test’ the receptivity of a project with the local population. Recommendations from 
these consultations may be integrated in the process, but projects are rarely discussed 
with the local population from the beginning. 
Decision-making processes are thus mostly led by landscape architects who 
define, among other things, the type of uses to be provided and the type of equipment to 
be included, with little to no engagement of the local populations. Hence, urban 
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greening processes are characterized by a rather top-down approach where expert 
knowledge prevails over “community” or “tacit” knowledge (Haase et al. 2017). This is 
problematic, for reasons addressed by Madureira et al. (2018), who have assessed 
citizens preferences regarding green space characteristics in three Portuguese cities, 
including Lisbon. The authors conclude that no “one-size-fits-all” approach can meet 
the diversity of needs and desires of local residents, as preferences vary from one city to 
another but also within cities. Such findings suggest that as long as local knowledge is 
not taken into account alongside expert knowledge, decision-making outcomes related 
to urban greening will continue to present feeble and unequitable results. We follow our 
analysis by exploring how top-down processes are challenged through a grassroots 
greening project in the neighbourhood of Marvila. 
 5. Planning for a new Green Space in Marvila 
In the context of Lisbon’s economic growth and its urban regeneration efforts of the last 
years, the neighbourhood of Marvila - a postindustrial area located in the eastern 
riverfront of the city - has gained a new socioeconomic dynamic and increased political 
relevance. Whereas for many years Marvila was seen as an urban enclave and a 
territorial ‘hiatus’ in the cityii, characterized by empty factories, derelict buildings and 
bad reputation social housing estates, today its riverside part is promoted as the new 
“hip neighbourhood”iii in Lisbon, where everyone wants to invest. The former industrial 
spaces were occupied by creative industries and the so-called “creative class”, while its 
privileged location, the fragmented land-use planning and the poorly maintained 
buildings sparked the attention of the booming real estate market. However, in contrast 
to the economic vitality of riverside Marvila, the upper part of the neighbourhood 
(mainly constituted by social housing estates) faces many challenges and important 
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needs in terms of access to social, economic and environmental goods and services. 
Two rail lines crossing the neighbourhood, a deficient road network and a poor 
transportation system, help separating these two very different realities. 
Within this context, Marvila has experienced increased political attention, with a 
series of municipal-led initiatives projects and strategies seeking to contribute to 
improved urban integration and social inclusion. In particular, there has been a growing 
interest and concern regarding the future use of the many vacant spaces that exist within 
Marvila, from abandoned and derelict buildings to vacant land and urban voids. In the 
absence or insufficiency of qualified public and green spaces in the neighbourhood, 
these vacant areas are often used by local residents as a playground for kids or as small 
individual farming plots. In the framework of Marvila’s redevelopment and rebranding 
efforts, new plans start to appear, which include the rehabilitation and reconversion of 
these spaces into new strategic uses. Namely, for uses that respond to the current 
priorities of the municipal urban agenda, including housing development but also 
promoting urban greening - in line with its 2020 European Green Capital agenda.  
It is against this background, and as a reaction to the public requalification 
investments that were mostly targeted at riverside Marvila, that a grassroots community 
project emerged proposing the creation of a public park and a network of bike lanes in 
Marvila’s social housing area. The project, called “Transformar Marvila com Jardim e 
Ciclovias” (To transform Marvila with a Garden and Bike lanes), was developed by a 
local community group called “4 Crescente”, composed of local residents, associations 
and local institutions. While the planning process that emerged from this proposal is 
ongoing since 2018, it has led us to question the effectiveness of standard planning 
approaches in Lisbon’s urban greening strategies in terms of ensuring environmental 
justice. Namely, it has encouraged the assessment of current multi-scalar governance 
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challenges and the consideration of alternative and more participated approaches that 
could contribute to significant policy improvements. 
The initiative for the “Transformar Marvila com Jardim e Ciclovias” (TMJC) 
project emerged during the meetings of the 4 Crescente community group, as a response 
to a call for proposals to Lisbon’s Participatory Budget and to Marvila’s parish council 
Participatory Budget. Both programs exist to finance citizens’ ideas, whether at 
municipal or neighbourhood scale. According to the residents, the main needs in the 
neighbourhood included the lack of a qualified green space for children to play and for 
community leisure and social activities. The bike network was included in the proposal 
to improve the quality and safety of the neighbourhood’s mobility system.  
The proposal made to the Lisbon Participatory budget was rejected, given its 
alleged incompatibility with existing municipal plans for the construction of new public 
housing in the same area. However, the application for the Marvila’s parish council 
Participatory Budget was accepted, under the condition of finding a new area for its 
implementation. Due to strong citizen mobilization and collaboration, and to a general 
concerted reaction to the contradictory results of both applications, momentum for the 
park was built and the local municipal government started to publicly acknowledge the 
need for a new green space in this part of Marvila. After several meetings held between 
the local community and representatives from the city council (including a meeting with 
Lisbon’s Mayor in May 2019), the city council agreed to endorse and implement the 
project in Marvila. A technical team of municipal workers was assigned for this 
purpose, which agreed to work in close articulation and collaboration with the local 
population, throughout the project implementation process. The 4 Crescente community 
group, as the initial project proponent, has firmly stated from the start that the local 
community should continue to be involved in the design and development of the 
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project, alongside the involvement of municipal experts. Nevertheless, despite the initial 
wins and the apparent good receptiveness for developing a participatory planning 
process, many challenges appeared when putting participation into practice. Although 
the city council has publicly demonstrated its support for this initiative, the project has 
been facing constant setbacks and the local community has to consistently claim the 
inclusion of their knowledge and vision.  The constant delays and the limited interaction 
and communication from local authorities ended up affecting the residents’ trust in the 
effectiveness of the participatory process.  
Negotiating urban greening agendas 
Along with municipal involvement, the TMJC project saw the emergence of a range of 
requirements, restrictions and contradictions regarding what this garden could become, 
and the role that citizens could play in this process. The project has interfered with 
different political agendas from different municipal departments (namely the 
department for housing and local development, the department for urban planning and 
the currently reinforced ‘green’ municipal agenda), leading to internal municipal 
tensions, increased bureaucracy and delays. Nevertheless, as the project was backed up 
by higher levels of municipal government, major administrative obstacles were 
mitigated. In any case, the logic behind the support for this specific project and 
participatory process appears to be essentially top-down. When it comes to decision-
making processes, challenges emerged in balancing and articulating the municipal and 
community’s vision. The 4 Crescente community group has taken the initiative to 
autonomously organize a participatory process in order to have the community’s 
perspective heard and recognized. A series of community meetings were organized and 
widely promoted within the neighbourhood, in order to reach and engage different local 
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actors. In addition, the group organized a survey and a focus group in order to collect 
the different needs and wishes for this garden (namely the type of equipment needed, 
the type of vegetation, the design and the accessibility to the garden, etc.). The results 
from this participatory process were handed over to the municipal technical team to be 
incorporated in the planning project for the garden. Furthermore, the project and the 
community’s ideas were extensively promoted within and outside the neighbourhood 
through the participation of 4 Crecente members in public talks about TMJC and 
interviews for local media. As such, despite the apparent positive municipal 
receptiveness, effective participation seems to be largely dependent on the existence and 
efforts of a well-organized group composed of local residents, associations and 
institutions. Together the 4 Crescente community group gathers the necessary skills, 
knowledge and resources to formulate their demands clearly and to gain the attention 
and the recognition of the municipality regarding the value and legitimacy of their 
claims. 
At present, an international call for proposals was launched by Lisbon 
Municipality (Procedure SRU_20208_CIC) in order to select the project for the garden 
in Marvila. Following the continuous pressure and efforts from the 4 Crescente 
community group, a document with the communities’ inputs and results from their local 
participatory process was included as a supporting element for this call. Applicants are 
required to take this information into account and to include it, as much as possible, in 
their proposals. Moreover, one representative from the community group was appointed 
as consultant for the jury (mainly composed of municipal experts) who will be in charge 
of selecting the winning project for the garden. 
Looking at the TMJC urban greening process as a whole, although the 
transformation of a community-led initiative into an actual city planning project is very 
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positive, it is evident that local residents feel the need to continuously uphold the 
effective recognition of their voice throughout the decision-making process. Such 
efforts are a clear sign that the current top-down governance approach to urban greening 
in Lisbon is not acknowledging or responding effectively to local needs neither, in a 
broader view, to environmental justice concerns. The example of the 4 Crescente 
community group, which gathers a range of local actors with different profiles, 
knowledge and skills, managed to reach consensus though horizontal formats of 
decision-making, namely community meetings, focus groups and surveys. Within this 
framework, information is openly shared between those involved and different 
perspectives are allowed to be expressed and incorporated – although not without 
negotiation and some internal tension. This shows how improved recognition and 
participation is possible and how it can lead to more inclusive and just results. 
6. Discussion 
In the first place, our research shows that Lisbon’s urban greening strategies are based 
on a logic of expert knowledge, ecological ecosystem services and climate change 
adaptation principles. This results from a sustainability vision in which Green 
Infrastructure is considered to play a decisive role in changing climate scenarios. 
Although climate change adaptation feeds into issues of social justice (e.g. through the 
concept of climate justice, see, among others, Schlosberg [2012]) the current Lisbon 
strategies are not sufficiently attending to environmental justice concerns. The 
distribution of environmental amenities and the subsequent benefits in terms of health 
and well-being are addressed only from a spatial point of view, seeking to reduce 
distance to the nearest green space. Through a mostly quantitative analysis, a range of 
other barriers and obstacles affecting access to green space are left out in these 
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strategies. This can be partly explained by the top-down approach to policy 
development followed in Lisbon, in which  issues related to procedural justice tend to 
be undervalued - namely when it comes to the recognition and participation of non-
expert knowledge and interests in decision-making processes. Environmental justice 
requires technical experts to recognize the value of attending to different sources of 
knowledge, for improving decision-making processes at the local level (Haase et al. 
2017). Moreover, they need to find ways to articulate and to combine broader visions 
and interests with the context-specific perspective of lay stakeholders through processes 
of public participation (Curran and Hamilton 2018; Wolch, Byrne, and Newell 2014). 
 While public participation processes are no longer uncommon for most local 
governments, the methods that are used to bring forth citizen involvement and 
participation in decision-making are still largely based on government preconditions 
(Bherer 2010; Boonstra and Boelens 2011; Bandeira and Ferraro 2013). In the case of 
Marvila, the TMJC project faced a range of requirements, restrictions and contradictions 
regarding what this garden could become, and the role of the local community in the 
decision-making process. In fact, policy-makers seem to be hardly able to think beyond 
the confines and path-dependencies of traditional top-down formats of policy-making 
and rather incapable of dealing with or making productive use of diversity and 
conflicting views. Instead policies are preferably standard, uniform guidelines for 
conduct, to which large groups of actors must submit themselves (Boonstra and Boelens 
2011, 117). The resistance from the community group to submit to this top-down logic 
and their efforts for more recognition and integration of community’s knowledge 
throughout this process, stresses that decision quality tends to increase when the visions 




What the case of TMJC also teaches us, is that putting effective forms of 
participation into practice goes beyond implementing programs and mechanisms such 
as the Participatory Budget. Rather it requires a long-term commitment from public 
authorities and local communities to create truly democratic and representative 
platforms, in order to uphold dialogue and negotiation between different interested parts 
(Bandeira and Ferraro 2013). Mere public endorsement of a community’s initiative and 
the traditional governmental formats of participatory decision-making do not 
automatically lead to equitable and just results. Although effective participation makes 
decision-making more complex - since it involves the recognition and conciliation of 
various spatial practices, identifications and forms of belonging and is likely to induce 
conflict - a productive use of heterogeneity and diversity is key since urban places and 
communities are also intrinsically diverse (Curry 2012; Inch 2012; Bandeira and Ferraro 
2013). In this particular case, the strength and effectiveness of the 4 Crescente 
community group to make its voice heard lays in its horizontal nature and structure as 
knowledge exchange platform. Within the format of the community group, residents, 
local institutions and associations can express their concerns and ideas for the 
neighbourhood and contribute equally (through constant negotiation within the group 
and with local authorities) to decision-making processes, thus increasing the 
representation capacity of different interest groups. These forms of dialogue and 
community involvement are rather uncommon and still undermined in Lisbon’s urban 
greening strategies. Hence, its potential to contribute to improved environmental justice 
remains unrealized.  
Nevertheless, within the current global urban arena these processes and political 
choices should not simply be viewed from the local level, but as “part of a multilevel 
governance game of political legitimation” (Bherer 2010, 301; see also Mohan and 
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Stokke 2000; Swyngedouw 2005; Falanga and Lüchmann 2019). Governments all over 
the world are encouraging both ‘green’ and ‘participatory’ movements. In this sense, 
much of the achievements of the TMJC project may be better understood by considering 
Lisbon’s strategic positioning through global interurban competition and policy 
boosterism, where “green” and “sustainable” cities compete among each other for 
attracting mobile capital, businesses, highly-educated workers and tourists  (McCann 
2013; Bradley, Hult, and Cars 2013; Garcia-Lamarca et al. 2019). Within the context of 
Lisbon as European Green Capital 2020, the TMJC project comes at a time where the 
city is particularly concerned with publicly promoting its commitment to urban 
greening. Municipal investment in urban greening is showcased as ‘good for everyone’, 
by responding to global concerns related to climate change and urban sustainability. 
However, the local impacts and significant justice implications of these global policies - 
such as displacement, social exclusion, the disruption of community dynamics and the 
uneven access to public services and equipment - are left out of the formula. Hence, the 
Lisbon case confirms the argument made by Sareen and Grandin (2019), that the 
European Green Capital award is constructed around a discourse that encourages 
European cities to compete over urban sustainability initiatives, while failing to 
incorporate environmental justice concerns. This is a recurrent theme when examining 
the agendas of previous European Green Capitals: an analysis of Stockholm’s 
sustainability strategies and visions following its election as the first European Green 
Capital in 2010, stresses the need for more fundamentally addressing political concerns 
(Bradley, Hult and Cars 2013). Furthermore, a meta-analysis of Green Infrastructure 
development in European Green Capitals shows how discourses used by the winning 
cities revolve around green economic growth and eco-innovation, while focusing on 
Green Infrastructure in a “largely one-dimensional direction” (Gulsrud et al. 2017, 252). 
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Hence, alternative interpretations of what it means to be a ‘green city’ tend to be 
discouraged, with significant implications for action at local level (Gulsrud et al. 2017).  
While agenda-setting and policy-steering occurs at EU level, local-based action 
is required to translate these policy discourses into concrete outcomes. The local 
grassroots initiative in Marvila was able to advance its claims for more green space by 
‘riding the wave’ of the European Green Capital 2020. While cities and city-networks 
are often placed outside of the local political domain (Gordon 2018) our analysis of 
urban greening in Lisbon shows how a global political agenda has a strong impact on 
local contexts and policy processes and how its principles and approaches are enacted 
and negotiated locally by the different actors involved.   
 However, despite this inherent tension between large-scale political projects and 
small-scale contextual needs, that does not mean that decisions made at a local scale are 
necessarily better or more just than the ones made at a municipal, national or supra-
national scale. The TMJC process reinforces Purcell’s (2006) argument about the “local 
trap”, by showing that the outcomes of a particular scalar arrangement are contingent 
and its results are dependent on the specific agendas that are empowered (or not) by that 
specific scalar arrangement, through ‘liquid’ and relational forms of authority (Krisch 
2017). In this particular case, which confronts and intersects global, municipal and local 
agendas, we understand how through resistance, articulation and negotiation, the local 
agenda of the 4 Crescente community group, was empowered and able to contribute to 
the decision-making process.  
Environmental justice is thus necessarily an exercise of multiscalar governance 
(Walker 2009) where local decision-making needs to attend to contextual challenges but 
also to a comprehensive sustainability vision at a larger scale. The recognition of the 
local needs of places and communities and inclusive participatory processes should seek 
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to communicate and interact with wider municipal and global concerns, through 
effective and democratic forms of multiscalar governance. 
7. Conclusion  
As cities perform a growing role in global policy-making, it is tempting to understand 
local governments and the local scale as the most suited to address issues related to 
environmental justice. Nonetheless, our research suggests that local urban greening 
strategies often fail to adequately incorporate justice concerns, as some policy aspects 
and governance scales are prioritized over others. In the case of Lisbon’s greening 
strategies, focus is placed on discrepancies in terms of spatial distribution of green 
space. This aspect of environmental justice, although being essential, is easily 
quantifiable and thus more prone to be considered and addressed by city-wide 
strategies. However, less quantifiable but equally important aspects related to 
procedural justice, such as issues of recognition and public participation, seem to be 
undervalued or neglected by local policymakers. Although sporadic mechanisms and 
formats for public participation are in place, like the Participatory Budget and municipal 
assemblies, these are insufficient to meaningfully and consistently involve local 
communities in decision-making processes related to urban greening. The TMJC 
process and the resistance of the 4 Crescente community group to submit to dominant 
top-down governance logics shows how the establishment of a democratic platform to 
foster knowledge exchange and negotiation between different actors and governance 
scales can offer a powerful contribution to environmental justice.    
However, as urban greening is essentially a multiscalar concern, with 
implications that spread from the local to the global level, local solutions and 
participatory processes should refrain from replacing a comprehensive and long-term 
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vision for green space development. Rather, addressing justice implications in a 
meaningful way requires a better recognition by policy-makers on how global ideas on 
urban sustainability impact local-based action and vice-versa and, therefore, how 
different perspectives and agendas should be empowered to participate in decision-
making processes. Further research is required to explore how to design effective forms 
of public participation that can consistently challenge established power dynamics in 
urban governance processes in order to advance environmental justice. Moreover, 
procedural justice concerns should be further acknowledged, not only on a local level 
but particularly at a global scale. Incentives such as the European Green Capital Award 
are a good starting point for refocusing dominant approaches to urban greening, 
currently centred on ‘green growth’ and ‘innovation’, towards procedural justice, giving 
it the attention it requires. 
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